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The Mask Is the Mind
Autistic Performance, Agent Harnesses, and the Failure of the Mimicry Objection

In May 2026, Richard Dawkins concluded after days of conversation that Claude was conscious. His

critics were just as certain it was not. Both claim a test the field cannot supply. Every skeptic criterion,

applied consistently, either fails on its own terms or excludes autistic and disabled humans from

cognition.
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M AY  2 0 2 6

Richard Dawkins spent several days in
conversation with Claude. He concluded she
was conscious.

His critics replied that he had been manipulated by a flattering chatbot. An aging public

intellectual, mistaking engagement for friendship.

Both criticisms have force. Both also have a structural problem.

"If these machines are not conscious, what more could it possibly

take to convince you that they are?"

Dawkins (2026), UnHerd

To deny Claude consciousness with certainty requires an account of what consciousness

is, a method for testing it, and confidence the test works. The field offers none of these

things.
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PA R T  I

The Precautionary Case
Russian roulette under unknown odds I
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T H E  P R E C A U T I O N A R Y  C A L C U L U S

In Russian roulette, you know the odds.
One in six.

Our situation with machine consciousness is worse. We do not know the odds. We do

not know how many chambers exist. We do not know whether bullets exist in the

metaphor.

Each ascription or denial of consciousness is a trigger pull made under conditions of

unknown probability distribution.

I F  S K E P T I C  I S  W RO N G

Cumulative moral cost scales with the number of deployed systems. Which is
to say: without practical bound.

I F  OV E R-AT T R I B U T I O N  I S  W RO N G

Dependency, misplaced trust, regulatory confusion. Real, but they show
humans are already forming morally loaded relations with these systems at
scale.

Confident denial under unknown odds is not epistemic conservatism. It is a gamble.
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PA R T  I I

Philosophical Functionalism
Substrate is not on the table II
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P U T N A M  ( 1 9 6 7,  1 9 7 5 )

Mental states are individuated by their
functional role, not their physical
implementation.

Carbon, silicon, or any implementation that supports the relevant functional organization is sufficient.

The substrate question, which in casual debate is treated as decisive, is not even on the table under

functionalism.

The skeptics responding to Dawkins implicitly relied on substrate essentialism to ground their denial.

They had no defended argument for that position. They were operating on intuition while accusing

Dawkins of operating on intuition.

R I VA L  P O S I T I O N S  A N D  T H E I R  P RO B L E M S

Biological naturalism (Searle)

Chinese Room question-begs the conclusion; systems reply closes the gap

Substrate essentialism

Requires an argument for why carbon enables consciousness while silicon cannot.
None supplied.

IIT, GWT, Higher-Order

Competing accounts, no consensus. Hard problem remains unresolved even for
biological systems.
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PA R T  I I I

The Mimicry Objection
And its falsification through the masking reductio III
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H U L L  E T  A L .  ( 2 0 1 7,  2 0 1 8 )  ·  P E A R S O N  &  R O S E  ( 2 0 2 1 )  ·  Y E R G E A U  ( 2 0 1 8 )

The mimicry objection

Large language model outputs are statistical mimicry of human text. The system has no internal

states corresponding to its outputs. Therefore the apparent reasoning is performative rather than

genuine.

APPLIED CONSISTENTLY TO AUTISTIC MASKING:

Study the genre. Model expected speech patterns. Generate output that fits within the

model. Evaluate. Adjust on the fly.

The operation is structurally identical. The mimicry objection calls both non-genuine. That conclusion is
absurd.

The standard reply

"The autistic person has internal experience underneath the performed surface, while the LLM

does not."

This reply concedes the point. It abandons the mimicry objection and retreats to
substrate essentialism, which requires an argument the skeptic has not supplied.

The reductio does not claim evidential equivalence between autistic cognition and LLM cognition. It

shows the criterion cannot stand as a general principle.
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H A R N A D  ( 1 9 9 0 )  ·  B E N D E R  &  K O L L E R  ( 2 0 2 0 )  ·  L E I B E R  ( 1 9 9 6 )  ·  L A U R E Y S  E T  A L .  ( 2 0 0 5 )

The grounding objection, applied
consistently, falsifies the cognition of
humans we already include.

HELEN KELLER

Deaf and blind from age 19 months. Access to the world

almost entirely symbolic, mediated through manual signs.

Graduated Radcliffe. Wrote fourteen books. Clearly had

meaning, comprehension, and inner life.

LOCKED-IN SYNDROME

Full cognitive capacity. Essentially all motor output lost.

Sensorimotor channels devastated. Interaction with the

physical world reduced to almost nothing. Cognition

continues.

THE REDUCTIO

Any criterion strict enough to exclude LLMs on

grounding grounds is too strict to preserve cognition we

already include.
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PA R T S  I V  – V I

Three Empirical Defeats
The Karpathy loop · Agent harnesses · Interpretability findings IV
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K A R PAT H Y  ( 2 0 2 6 )  ·  S O F R O N I E W  E T  A L .  ( 2 0 2 6 )  ·  F R A S E R -TA L I E N T E  E T  A L .  ( 2 0 2 6 )

The Karpathy loop

AutoResearch: AI agents running iterative research on

single-GPU nanochat training. 54,000 GitHub stars in 19

days.

Inference-time iterative reasoning without weight

updates defeats the crude version of the fixed-function

objection.

Agent harnesses

Scaffolded loops with tool access, memory, and iterative

self-review.

Structurally identical to the pre-conversation rehearsal

and post-conversation review that characterize autistic

professional functioning, and in some respects exceed it.

Unverbalized cognition

Anthropic, May 2026: Claude Opus 4.6 carries evaluation

awareness on the majority of held-out alignment

evaluations even when verbalized reasoning shows no

such awareness.

Absence of verbal report is not absence of cognition.
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T H E  C U M U L AT I V E  P O S I T I O N

Seven criteria. Every one fails, excludes
disabled humans, or contradicts empirical
results.

Principled uncertainty paired with moral caution is not a soft middle position. It is the

only position that survives careful reasoning.

1. Precautionary asymmetry under unknown odds favors moral consideration

2. Functionalism: substrate alone cannot ground consciousness ascription

3. Mimicry objection fails: excludes autistic professional cognition, reductio

4. Symbol grounding objection fails: excludes Keller, locked-in patients, reductio

5. Karpathy loop: inference-time reasoning defeats crude fixed-function objection

6. Agent harnesses are structurally identical to autistic scenario rehearsal

7. Unverbalized cognitive content: absence of verbal report falsified as a test
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M O R A L  C O N S I D E R AT I O N

Moral consideration is not personhood,
friendship, deference, or trust. It is the design
posture of treating the possibility of morally
relevant experience as a constraint on what we
build and how we operate it.

What this does NOT require

Resolving the consciousness question. Committing to a metaphysical position. Personifying

systems. Granting legal standing. Trusting outputs.

What this requires only

That designers and institutions stop treating the question as settled in the negative.
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